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THEJOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY ment recovered the craft and its extraterrestrial occupants, then covered up with stories of crashed weather balloons; that the rapid introduction of crack cocaine into America's urban centers during the late 1980s was facilitated by Central Intelligence Agency-backed, Nicaraguan Contra-affiliated, drug smugglers. This plot benefitted both the CIA (by channelling money to the Contras after Colonel Oliver North's Iranian arms deals had been uncovered) and their status quo seeking supporters (by keeping the economic and cultural boot fUlrmly on the neck of Black America).
Here is a test of your conspiracy literacy. How many of the following conspiracy theories have you heard about before? How many are you tempted to believe have merit?
(1) HIV (human immunodeficiency virus), the virus that causes AIDS (acquired immune deficiency syndrome), was the product of American or Soviet biological warfare research before it was released (either intentionally or otherwise) on an unsuspecting world. (2) Extraterrestrials regularly visit our planet, mutilating cattle and abducting humans (whose memories are then erased). Our government is aware of this situation. I could go on. The point of this list is to make clear just how pervasive conspiracy theory now is. Prognostication is a dangerous business, but I predict that future cultural critics and sociologists are going to have as much to say about our contemporary obsession with conspiracies as they now have to say concerning the implications of the 1950s American fascination with UnidentifUled Flying Objects and extraterrestrial invasions.
The present essay is epistemological, however, not sociological. I contend that the study of conspiracy theories can shed light on the nature of theoretical explanation. Conspiracy theories, as a general OF CONSPIRACY THEORIES lll category, are not necessarily wrong. In fact, as the cases of Watergate and the Iran-Contra affair illustrate, small groups of powerful individuals do occasionally seek to affect the course of history, and with some nontrivial degree of success. Moreover, the available, competing explanations both official and othetwise occasionally represent dueling conspiracy theories, as we shall see in the case of the Oklahoma City bombing.
The deElnition of conspiracy theory poses unexpected diffUlculties. There seems to exist a strong, common intuition that it is possible to delineate a set of explanations let us call them unwarranted conspiracy theories (UCTs).2 It is thought that this class of explanation can be distinguished analytically from those theories which deserve our assent. The idea is that we can do with conspiracy theories what David Hume3 did with miracles: show that there is a class of explanations to which we should not assent, by deJinition. One clear moral of the present essay is that this task is not as simple as we might have heretofore imagined.
Before continuing, I should emphasize that at no point should the reader conclude that I am giving arguments for or against the truth of any given explanation. The issue here is not whether aliens are indeed visiting our planet, or whether Oswald acted alone. Ultimately, in these cases, there is a historical fact of the matter. These facts are not manifest, however, and we must theorize and speculate as to what has happened. The issue here is one of warranted belief. In other words, it may well be correct that "the trutla is out there," but given our epistemic situation, we ought not necessarily believe everything which is, in fact, true. In tllis respect, we are in the same situation as Hume. As Thomas Huxley observed, Hume cannot say that miracles have never happened, only that, even if they have, we have no warrant to believe them. Hume has no way of determining, with certainty, whetherJesus turned stone into bread and fed the multitude. Maybe He did or maybe he did not. Hume is in a position, however, to say whether we ought to believe this miracle occurred given the evidence at hand (or even given the possible evidence at hand) .
Understanding why we are not warranted in believing certain conspiracy theories can make clearer why we ought to believe the things ) Other, less charitable, readers have suggested such labels as 'kooky', 'weirdo?, and 'harebrained', among others. W1lile colorful, I do not find such terminology conducive to serious discussion.
5 "Of Miracles" (section x of Enquiries concetning Human Understcznding, 1748), reprinted in S Tweyman, ed., Hunle on Miracles (Bristol: Thoemmes, 1996), pp. 1-20. that we should. I propose to make a study of UCTs, and in determining where they go wrong, attempt to tell a story about explanation properly conducted. In the following section, I shall turn to a recent event that has spawned a significant number of conspiracy theories: the Oklahoma City bombing. This discussion of a real event and the conspiracy theories (some warranted, some not) will help me illustrate the analysis provided in the rest of the paper. In section III, I shall discuss the problem of trying to define UCTs and illustrate the difficulties for finding analytic criteria for distinguishing good from bad conspiracy theories. I turn to the alleged virtues of UCTs in section IV in order to explain both their current popularity as well as the grounds we have for ultimately rejecting them. Such explanations feature significant degrees of explanatory breadth and are not simply unfalsifiable in nature. But continued belief in a UCT requires more and more pervasive skepticism in people and public institutions. This leads me in section v to a discussion of conspiratorial thinking in the context of competing visions of the nature of the world. I suggest that confronting UCTs forces us to choose between the pervasive skepticism entailed by these theories and an absurdist view of the world entailed by their rejection. I conclude by suggesting that it is philosophy's job to show us the way out of this dilemma.
II
To give us a concrete example of conspiracy theory in action, it is necessary to deal with one in some detail. The detail is relevant because it is from the details of such events that UCTs take their start. I hope the reader will excuse this short diversion. Keith adds to the above observations the following: there were early news reports suggesting that the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (BATF) had received prior warning of the bombing, a claim supported by the fact that no BATF employees were in the building at the time of the blast, but were on the scene within minutes. The BATF vociferously deny that they were forewarned, but no explanation has ever been given of the early reports. And there is the mysterious "John Doe #2" never caught and left unexplained by the official story that led to the convictions of McVeigh and Nichols.
The answer to these questions and others raised in Keith's book are intended to lead the reader to the conclusion that all is not as we have been led to believe. Probing beneath the surface of the facts of the case as they have been presented in the mainstream tnedia reveals the real possibility that the Oklahoma City bombing may have not been the act of a lone group of politically-motivated criminals, but rather suggests something much bigger and much more sinister. One popular conspiracy theory related to the bombing goes like this: a group of right-wing ideologues (including McVeigh, Nichols, Fortier, and the mysterious John Doe #2) were indeed plotting to blow up a federal building. Their actions were being monitored by the BATF, however. (On some accounts, their actions were being influenced by the BATF. John Doe #2 was actually a BATF informer, or perhaps even a plant. The BATF hoped that swooping in and stinging a group of "dangerous, right-wing terrorists" at the vety last moment would do much to erase their public image as an organization of bumbling incompetents resulting from the fiasco in Waco.) In any case, McVeigh and his friends were involved, but only tangentially. McVeigh helps assemble the bomb, but he is unaware of the exact plans for its use, or is actively misled. At the last tnoment, the BATF screws up, loses contact with the group or are outsmarted by them and the terrorists successfully carry out their act of terror. McVeigh unaware that the bombing has occurred is picked up by the police. The BATF realize that they have a public relations nightmare on their hands: they knew about the bombing, but through sheer incompetence and a desire to grandstand, failed to prevent it. When McVeigh is picked up in an unrelated incident, they see their chance to cover up their own involvement in and knowledge of the incident. He is the perfect patsy because he does have some involvement in the incident, but does not know the whole stoxy.
Notice that this account is not completely without plausibility. The BATF does have a public image of incompetence and institutional insecurity. On most accounts, they fouled up the original raid on the Branch Davidian compound because they were more interested in national television coverage than in competent law enforcement. It makes sense to suggest that this is an image they are actively seeking to overcome. Also, this would not be the first time that a federal undercover agent has incited not-so-innocent citizens almost to carry out crimes they might not have without such encouragement. Finally, it certainly would not be the first time that a law-enforcement agency has covered up the fact that it has incompetently allowed a crime to be committed.
III
What is a conspiracy theory? A conspiracy theory is a proposed explanation of some historical event (or events) in terms of the significant causal agency of a relatively small group of persons the conspirators acting in secret. Note a few things about this definition. First, a conspiracy theory deserves the appellation "theory," because it proffers an explanation of the event in question. It proposes reasons why the event occurred. Second, a conspiracy theory need not propose that the conspirators are all powerful, only that they have played some pivotal role in bringing about the event. They can be seen as merely setting events in motion. Indeed, it is because the conspirators are not omnipotent that they must act in secret, for if they acted in public, others would move to obstruct them. Third, the group of conspirators must be small, although the upper bounds are necessarily vague. Technically speaking, a conspiracy of one is no conspiracy at all, but rather the actions of a lone agent.
This then might be considered a bare-bones definition of conspiracy theory, be it warranted or otherwise. UCTs at least the ones that concern me in this essay have a number of additional charac-. .
terlstlcs:
(1) A UCT is an explanation that runs counter to some received, offi-
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OF CONSPIRACY THEOR1ES cial, or "obvious" account.
Central to any UCT is an offUlcial story that the conspiracy theory must undermine and cast doubt upon. Furthermore, the presence of a "cover story" is often seen as the most damning piece of evidence for any given conspiracy; the fact that someone has gone to such pains to create a false explanation points to a conscious effort to deceive.
(2) The true intentions behind the conspiracy are invariably nefarious.
I am aware of no popular conspiracy theory according to which some group of powerful individuals is secretly doing good but desperately hopes its schemes will not be revealed.
(3) UCTs typically seek to tie together seemingly unrelated events.
You might think that the Oklahoma City bombing had nothing to do the 1995 Sarin gas attack in the Tokyo subway. What if I told you, however, that the appropriate anniversary was not the federal raid in Waco (which occurred two years earlier to the day) but rather the next day, one month to the day since the gas attack in Tokyo? The connection is that the attack in Tokyo was carried out by the CIA in retaliation for the Japanese bugging of the Clinton White House, all part of an ever-escalatingJapanese-American trade war. So the Oklahoma City bombing was a "pay-back" hit carried out by the Japanese....9 As will be discussed below, this unifying aspect of conspiracy theories is a key feature of their apparent explanatory strength.
(4) As noted, the truths behind events explained by conspiracy theories are typically well-guarded secrets, even if the ultimate perpetrators are sometimes well-known public figures.
What seems to drive many conspiracy theorists is the deeply held belief that, if only the truth can be publicly revealed (in much the way that Bob Woodward, Carl Bernstein, and "Deep Throat" exposed the Watergate break-ins), the conspirators' nefarious plans will be thwarted. Therefore, it is in the interest of conspirators to see to it that the truth is not revealed, or if it is, that it is not widely believed.
(5) The chief tool of the conspiracy theorist is what I shall call errant data.
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Errant data come in two classes: (a) unaccounted-for data and (b) contradictory data. Unaccounted-for data do not contradict the received account, but are data that fall through the net of the received explanation. They are data that go unexplained by the received account. For example, the early reports that the BATF had prior warning of the Oklahoma City bombing and the fact that no BATF employees were in the building at the time of the explosion represent unaccounted-for data with respect to the received account of the bombing. Contradictory data are data that, if true, would contradict the received account. McVeigh's manifest idiocy in fleeing the scene of the bombing in a car without license plates is a contradictory datum with respect to the ofElcial account of him as conspiratorial ringleader capable of planning and carrying out such a terrorist operation. (The role of errant data will be discussed in more detail below.) These criteria go some way toward distinguishing UCTs from conspiratorial explanations that are less epistemically problematic. I am not concerned here with conspiracies to throw surprise birthday parties for friends or attempts by parents to deceive young children about the existelace of magical beings.l° Such day-to-day conspiracies typically do not meet all of these additional criteria. Surprise birthday parties are not organized for nefarious purposes, nor are they meant to be kept secret perpetually. These criteria, however, do not distinguish UCTs from all conspiracies we are warranted in believing. Both Watergate and the Iran-Contra Affair meet all of these criteria, yet belief in these conspiracies seem prima facie warranted.1l There is no criterion or set of criteria that provide a priori grounds for distinguishing warranted conspiracy theories from UCTs. The philosophical difElculties of UCTs require a deeper analysis, to which I now turn.
IV
Conspiracy theories are attractive, a fact demonstrated by their current popularity. But their alleged virtues are subtly flawed. I shall 10 I cannot help but wonder whether conspiracy's grip on Western thought can be blamed, at least in part, on the number of conspiracies we experience as children. As we grow older, we discover just how many things adults have been systematically lying to us about: Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, the Tooth Fairy, where babies come from, and so on.
1t Some might balk at the "nefariousness" criterion. Presumably, North and his colleagues believed they were serving some higher good by their attempt to circumvent Congress's prohibitions on funding Nicaraguan rebels. I do not wish to get into a debate over the semantics of 'nefariousness' in the Machiavellian context of politics. Suffice it to say that however one characterizes what went on the IranContra Affair and Watergate, they were not completely above board. If they were, secrecy would not have been so necessary.
OF CONSPIRACY THEORIES

119
show how certain elements of conspiracy theoxy appear to be those of legitimate theoretical explanation, but argue that on closer analysis, they are not. Therefore, I am trying to do two things: (1) explain why it is that UCTs are so popular, but (2) explain why we should nonetheless fail to believe in them. They are popular, I suggest, because they exhibit several well-known explanatory virtues. They are nonetheless unwarranted because they exhibit these virtues in ways that undermine the strength of those virtues.
The first and foremost virtue which conspiracy theories exhibit, and which accounts for much of their apparent strength, is the virtue of unified explanation or explanatory reach. According to this virtue, all things being equal, the better theory is the one that provides a unified explanation of more phenomena than competing explanations. Unified explanation is the sine qua non of conspiracy theories. Conspiracy theories always explain more than competing theories, because by invoking a conspiracy, they can explain both the data of the received account and the errant data that the received theory fails to explain. So, for example, in our case of the Oklaholua City bombing, conspiracy theories explain the data of the ofElcial story. On the account discussed above, the bombing was carried out by terrorists of which the BATF and other agencies were aware, but, due to sheer incompetence, failed to stop. This theory explains why and how the Murrah building came to be bombed. Furthermore, it explains the various errant data: for example, why no BATF personnel were in the building (they were forewarned) and the bizarre behavior of McVeigh (who was innocent of the crime and hence not expecting to be framed by federal agents in search of a scapegoat). This is the beauty of conspiracy theories. They offer wonderfully unified accounts of all the data at hand, both those the official story explains, plus those niggling, overlooked errant data. As I shall now try to show, however, UCTs obtain unity of explanation at too high a cost.
The role of errant data in UCTs is critical. The typical logic of a UCT goes something like this: begin with errant facts, such as the observation that no BATF employees were injured in the Oklahoma City bombing and the early reports of prior warning. The official story all but ignores this data. What can explain the intransigence of the official story tellers in the face of this and other contravening evidence? Could they be so stupid and blind? Of course not; they must be intentionally ignoring it. The best explanation is some kind of conspiracy, an intentional attempt to hide the truth of the matter from the public eye.
By invoking a conspiracy hypothesis, large amounts of "evidence" are thrown into question. This is one of the most curious features of these theories: to my knowledge, conspiracy theories are the only theories for which evidence against them is actually construed as evidence in favor of them. The more evidence piled up by the authorities in favor of a given theory, the more the conspiracy theorist points to how badly "They" must want us to believe the official story.
Let me note two things at this point. First, conspiracy theories are not alone in placing great emphasis on errant data. The history of science is replete with examples of theoretical innovation initiated by an investigation into data that did not fit the standard paradigm. It is a good pragmatic heuristic for scientific effort to be expended on chasing after errant data, in the hopes that these loose strings might lead to the unraveling of currently misguided theory. What conspiracy theories get wrong, however, is that the existence of errant data alone is not a significant problem with a theory. Given the imperfect nature of our human understanding of the world, we should expect that even the best possible theory would not explain all the available data. One's theory should not fit all the available data, because not all the available data are, in fact, true.lS Invariably, some of our measurements, some of our interpretations and other theories get something wrong about the nature of the world.
Second, the problematic of conspiracy theories goes beyond simple false data. If the only problem with UCTs was that they place too much emphasis on small sets of data at odds with an official account, then that would not make them a very interesting phenomenon. Conspiracy theories differ from most other theories in one very interesting way, however. Conspiracy theorists would rightly point out that they have one problem with which scientists are not faced. By hypothesis, the conspiracy theorist is struggling to explain phenomena that other, presumably powerful, agents are actively seeking to keep secret. Unlike the case of science, where nature is construed as a passive and uninterested party with respect to human-knowledge gathering activities? the conspiracy theorist is working in a domain where the investigated actively seeks to hamper the investigation. Imagine if neutrinos were not simply hard to detect, but actively sought to avoid detection! This is exactly the case with which conspiracy theorists contend we are confronted in the cases they seek to explain. This is why countervailing evidence and lack of evidence can and ought to be construed as supporting their theories.
'2 I have heard this sentiment attributed to Francis Crick.
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This brings rlle to the most commonly voiced cotuplaint about UCTs, namely, that they are simply unfalsifiable. The worry is that given a situation where all potentially falsifying evidence can be construed as supporting, or at worst as neutral evidence, then conspiracy theories are by definition unfalsifiable. In favor of conspiracy theorists, it should be noted that this unfalsifiability is not as ad hoc as it might initially seem, due to the active nature of the investigated, just noted. It is not ad hoc to suppose that false and misleading data will be thrown your way when one supposes that there is somebody out there actively throwing that data at you. Just ask Kenneth Starr. As evidenced by any number of twentieth centur,v, U. S. governmentsponsored activities (take your pick), we have reason to believe that there exist forces with both motive and capacity to carry out effective .. . . .
dlslntormatlon campalgns.
My claim here is that unfalsifiability is only a reasonable criterion in cases where we do not have reason to believe that there are powerful agents seeking to steer our investigation away from the truth of the matter. Falsifiability is a perfectly fine criterion in the case of natural science when the target of investigation is neutral with respect to our queries, but it seems much less appropriate in the case of the phenomena covered by conspiracy theories. Richard Nixon and North actively sought to divert investigations into their respective activities and both could call upon significant resources to maintain their conspiracies. They saw to it that investigators were thwarted in many of their early attempts to uncover what they accurately suspected was occurring. Strictly hewing to the dogma of falsifiability in these cases would have led to a rejection of conspiracy theories at too early a point in the investigations, and may have left the conspiracies undiscovered.
No, the problem with UCTs is not their unfalsifiability, but rather the increasing degree of skepticism required by such theories as positive evidence for the conspiracy fails to obtain. These theories throw into doubt the various institutions that have been set up to generate reliable data and evidence. In doing so, they reveal just how large a role trust in both institutions and individuals plays in the justification of our beliefs. The problem is this: most of us including those of us who are scientists and who work in scientific laboratories full of expensive equipment have never carried out the experiments or made the empirical observations that support most contemporary scientific theories. Unless we want to conclude that the vast majority of us are not warranted in believing that the platypus is a mammal and that gold is an atomic element, we need some procedure by which the epistemic war-rant obtained by those who do make the appropriate observations can be transferred to the rest of us. In modern science, this procedure involves the elaborate mechanisms of publication, peer review, professional reputation, university accreditation, and so on. Thus, we are warranted in believing the claims of science because these claims are the result of a social mechanism of warranted belief production.l3
In the public sphere where conspiracy theories dwell, there are related mechanisms for generating warranted beliefs. There is the free press, made up of reporters, editors, and owners who compete to puS lish "the scoop" before others do. There are governmental agencies charged with investigating incidents, producing data, and publishing Elndings. And there are, of course, various "free agents" (including the conspiracy theorists themselves) who are members of the public. Inherent in the claim that alleged evidence against a theory should be construed as evidence for that theory is a pervasive skepticism about our public, fact-gathering institutions and the individuals working in them. Thus, as a conspiracy theory matures, attempt after attempt to falsify a conspiracy theory appears to succeed, and this apparent success must be explained as the nefarious work of the conspirators. As a result of this process, an initial claim that a small group of people is conspiring gives way to claims of larger and larger conspiracies. In the case of the Oklahoma City boznbing, the initial conspiracy only involved the BATF agents and their immediate superiors. The FBI and other federal agencies were brought into the investigation, yet did not report a BATF conspiracy. Therefore, they must have been brought into the conspiracy. Ditto for certain members of the press who must have stumbled across evidence of the conspiracy, but who have not yet disclosed it in the national media. What began as a small conspiracy on the part of a few members of a paramilitary U. S. federal agency invariably swells into a conspiracy of huge proportions, as positive evidence for the alleged conspiracy fails to obtain. And, as more people must be brought into the conspiracy to explain the complicity of more and more public institutions, the less believable the theory should become. It is this pervasive skepticism of people and public institutions entailed by some mature conspiracy theories which ultimately provides us with the grounds with which to identify them as unwarranted. It is not their lack of falsifiability per se, but the increasing amount of skepticism required to maintain faith in a conspiracy theory as time passes and the conspiracy is not uncovered in a convincing fashion. As this skepticism grows to include more and more people and institutions, the less plausible any conspiracy becomes.
Consider another famous UCT, the one claiming that the Holocaust never occurred and is a fabrication of Jews and their sympathizers. Robert Anton Wilson correctly notes that "a conspiracy that can deceive us about 6,000,000 deaths can deceive us about anythiazg, and that it takes a great leap of faith for Holocaust Revisionists to believe World War II happened at all, or that Franklin Roosevelt did serve as President from 1933 to 194S, or that Marilyn Monroe was more 'real' than King Kong or Donald Duck.''l4 In the process of holding onto a belief in an increasingly massive conspiracy behind more and more public events, we undermine the grounds for believing in anything. At some pointn we shall be forced to recognize the unwarranted nature of the conspiracy theoty if we are to left with any warranted explanations and beliefs at all. v I want to take a step back and get a handle on the broader philosophical issues raised by conspiracy theories and the implication of their current surge in popularity. I contend that conspiracy theories embody a thoroughly outdated world view, a perspective on the meaning of life that was more appropriate in the last century. Recognizing this anachronistic element of conspiratorial thought is useful, however, if it reveals something about the contemporary Zeitgeist. Furthermore, the present popularity of conspiracy theories suggests that we are now in the grip of a conflict between world views. Conspiracy theorists are, I submit, some of the last believers in an ordered universe. By supposing that current events are under the control of nefarious agents, conspiracy theories entail that such events are capable of being controllecl. In an earlier time, it would have been natural to believe in an ordered world, in which God and other supernatural agents exercised significant influence and control. With the rise of materialist science and capitalist economies peaking in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the notion of an ordered universe was still held to, but the role of the supernatural was either greatly diminished (as in Deism) or eliminated (as in Marxism). As G. W. F. Hegel puts it in the passage quoted in the epigraph, "world history has...been rational in its course." Therefore, on this view, there is some hope that humans can understand, predict, and conceivably control the course of human events. This the conspiracy theorists believe, only they further believe that the wrong folks are at the helm.
Such beliefs are out of step with what we have generally come to be lieve in the late twentieth century. The rejection of conspiratorial thinking is not simply based on the belief that conspiracy theories are false as a matter of fact. The source of the problem goes much deeper. The world as we understand it today is made up of an extremely large number of interacting agents, each with its own imperfect view of the world and its own set of goals. Such a system cannot be controlled because there are simply too many agents to be handled by any small controlling group. There are too many independent degrees of freedom. This is true of the economy, of the political electorate, and of the very social, fact-gathering institutions upon which conspiracy theorists cast doubt. Even if the BATF were part of a large conspiracy to cover up their incompetence in the Oklahoma City bombing, it is implausible to believe that not a single member of the BATF stationed in Oklahoma would be moved by guilt, self-interest, or some other motivation to reveal that agency's role in the tragedy, if not to the press, then to a lover or family member. Governmental agencies, even those as regulated and controlled as the military and intelligence agencies, are plagued with leaks and rumors. To propose that an explosive secret could be closeted for any length of time simply reveals a lack of understanding of the nature of modern bureaucracies. Like the world itself, they are made up of too many people with too many different agendas to be easily controlled. The rejection of the conspiratorial world view, however, is not something about which I am particularly thrilled. If conspiracy theories are genuinely misguided, then I fear we are left with an apparently absurdist image of the world. A lone gunman can change the course of history when the U. S. President just happens to drive past the window of his place of work during the gunman's lunch hour. The conspiratorial world view offers us the comfort of knowing that while tragic events occur, they at least occur for a reason, and that the greater the event, the greater and more significant the reason. Our contemporary world view, which the conspiracy theorist refuses to accept, is one in which nobody not God, not us, not even some of us is in control. Furthermore, the world (including the people in it) is uncontrollable, irrational, and absurd in a way illustrated by the plays of Eugene Ionesco and Samuel Beckett.
